A B S T R A C T
Purpose: A gender analysis was conducted to illuminate the key elements of friendships highlighted by early adolescent girls and boys in two sites for the purpose of better understanding the impact of gender norms on adolescent friendships in different contexts. Methods: Narrative interviews with early adolescents were conducted in two sites: Assiut, Egypt (n ¼ 37) and Ghent, Belgium (n ¼ 30). The interviews were recorded, transcribed, translated into English, and coded using Atlas.ti for analysis. Results: In both Assiut and Ghent, early adolescents reported some similarities in defining key characteristics of their same-sex friends as well as in the activities they share. However, differences were noticed among boys and girls within each site. In addition, the scope of shared activity was broader in Ghent than in Assiut. In both sites, few opposite-sex friendships were reported. Gender norms influenced choice of friends as well as the type and place of shared activities. Conclusions: Building on knowledge that adolescent friendships guide and reinforce attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors that impact immediate and long-term health, our findings indicate that gender norms inform early adolescent friendships, which may impact healthy development. Ó 2017 Society for Adolescent Health and Medicine. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
IMPLICATIONS AND CONTRIBUTION
While it is well known that friendships are critical to adolescent development, little is known about the role of gender norms in influencing adolescent friendships. Analysis of narrative interviews with early adolescents reveals that gender norms inform friendship patterns, which in turn drive more or less healthy attitudes and behaviors.
Adolescence is a time of socialization and identity formation [1], during which peers' increasing influence informs individual values and behaviors [2, 3] , with long-lasting health impact [4, 5] . With the onset of puberty ushering in profound cognitive and physical changes during early adolescence, personal gender attitudes intensify, as do social expectations about gender norms [6] . Gender norms and gender attitudes are thought to play an important role in determining health outcomes, as patterns of sex-differential morbidity and mortality emerge in early adolescence [7, 8] . Parents and peers are central to the development of adolescents' gender attitudes worldwide [9] . Peer relationships are especially salient as adolescents age [10] . Peers become increasingly influential and inform individual values and behaviors. Friend choice is key in determining an adolescent's involvement in or avoidance of risk behavior [11, 12] , for example, smoking [13] , alcohol consumption, marijuana use, tobacco chewing, and sexual debut [14] , body mass index and physical activity [15] . In addition, being popular among adolescent peers increases the chances of educational attainment and employment in young adulthood [16] .
This article presents a gender analysis of in-depth interviews with early adolescents conducted in Assiut and Ghent focused on understanding key components of friendship, conducted as part of the Global Early Adolescent Study, a 15-country investigation of factors in early adolescence that predispose young people to health risks and promote healthy development. Assiut is a large city in a Muslim-majority country (Egypt), and Ghent, Belgium is home to a large immigrant population from Muslim-majority countries. Research concerning early adolescents in Egypt has focused on academic and health outcomes but not on the role of gender norms in peer relationships or the influence of gender norms or friendship on health [17] . Immigrant youth in Ghent and their friends present unique needs due to the mix of cultural influences, which are not well understood [18] . The primary research questions we were interested in addressing are:
(1) What similarities and differences do early adolescent girls and boys report concerning friendship in Assiut and Ghent? (2) Do gender norms influence girls' and boys' friendships in Assiut and Ghent, and, if so, in what ways?
Methods
Data were gathered from 32 interviews among male adolescents and 35 female adolescents, aged 10e14 years, living in poor, semiurban areas in Assiut and Ghent. Inclusion criteria were standardized across both sites. Most adolescents were 12 years old. Nearly all adolescents were living with both parents in Assiut versus two thirds in Ghent. As for ethnicity, there were five Belgian, eight Maghreb, and 12 Turkish adolescents among others in Ghent. See Table 1 for a description of participant characteristics.
Recruitment strategies were nearly the same in both sites with slight differences. In both sites, eligible families or participants were recruited through organizations working with adults and adolescents in low-income areas. In Assiut, a middle-aged female field coordinator recruited additional adolescents and their parents via household visits. In Ghent, additional participants were recruited from a primary school and a health care center located in a low-income area of the city. In Assiut, four families declined to participate after being recruited versus one in Ghent.
At both sites, the purpose of the study, data collection procedures, and privacy and confidentiality expectations were explained in detail during the recruitment procedure and/or before the start of the interview. Afterward, upon acceptance of the invitation, parents/caregivers provided informed written consent for themselves and for their children, and adolescents provided informed written assent. The research protocol was approved by the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health Institutional Review Board and the ethical committees of Assiut Faculty of Medicine and of Ghent University Hospital.
Recordings were transcribed verbatim then translated from Arabic (Assiut) and Dutch (Ghent) into English. In Assiut, transcriptionists were male and female research assistants with medical and social science backgrounds. Translators were medical and pharmacy faculty recent graduates. In Ghent, transcription was done by male and female bilingual (Dutch and English) undergraduate and graduate students in language studies. Translations in both sites were randomly checked for quality by the principal investigators. The transcripts were coded using the qualitative analysis software Atlas.ti (Cincom Systems, Inc., Berlin, Germany) [19] and analyzed using an inductive thematic analysis approach [20] . Methodology details are described in the article by Mmari et al. [21] in this Journal's supplement.
Results
Findings from the analysis are organized into two categories: same-sex friendships and opposite-sex friendships. Same-sex friendship findings are presented by sex and by the key themes identified: defining characteristics of friendships and activities.
Same-sex friendships
The majority of early adolescents in both Assiut and Ghent described primarily same-sex friendships. Defining characteristics of same-sex friendship for girls compared with boys were found to be similar. Differences in the activities that girls and boys typically engage in with same-sex friends were prominent. More similarities than differences were observed within the same-sex friendships of each sex between sites.
Girls' friendships: defining characteristics. In both Assiut and Ghent, girls reported having important friendships with girls who were classmates, neighbors, and family friends. Most early adolescent girls spend most of their time in school in both sites, thus most friends were classmates. Defining characteristics of 
